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There is no satisfactory explanation for most of the tragedies and hardships of life. Some are 
caused intentionally. It is completely unfathomable to me as to why anyone would want to 
cause harm to others for no reason or even for selfish reasons. Others are caused by the 
weather or other acts of nature whose causes are completely mechanical according to physics, 
and people just happen to be in their way. Many are caused by accidents whose prevention 
can sometimes be anticipated but often only speculated about in hindsight. 


God is not the cause of our disasters, as the superstitious often assert. Rather, God is in the 
response. Where family, friends, and neighbors jump in to help with immediate needs, God is 
working through them. Where groups, institutions, and agencies back them up with longer-term 
assistance, God is working through them. Where we are able to be any part of these forms of 
response, God is working through us. We are so grateful for all the ways God helps us and 
others in all the different times of need. God is in the healing response. 


Our prayers are a vital part of our response to all degrees of misfortune. Prayer enables us to 
center our thoughts and feelings in the midst of any storm. The Holy Spirit meets us in prayer, 
and she calms our spirits, reaffirms God’s love, and reminds us of God’s promises. We 
connect to Creation in prayer, especially to those for whom we are praying in the difficulties 
they are facing. Through prayer, we begin to discover additional actions we can take to follow 
through in the answering of our prayers, some specific and some general, some in word, some 
in deed, and some in continuing prayer for ourselves and others. 


William Batchelder Bradbury wrote in the first song my Dad taught me to play on the piano, 


Sweet hour of prayer, sweet hour of prayer 
Thy wings shall my petition bear 

To Him whose truth and faithfulness 
Engage the waiting soul to bless 

And since He bids me seek His face 
Believe His Word and trust His grace 

I'll cast on Him my ev'ry care 

And wait for thee sweet hour of prayer 


God can bring good out of even the worst of circumstances. 


And God said unto Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and 
because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; 
for in Isaac shall thy seed be called. (Genesis 21:12 KJV) 


Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever 
Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named 
for you. (Genesis 21:12 NRSV) 


Today’s passage from Genesis is so disturbing to me that | prayerfully wrestled for several 
days about whether even to include it in this sermon. For me, legends like that of Hagar and 
Ishmael are usually better suited for a Bible Study discussion than for a congregational reading 


and sermon. The moral of the story, though, is that God provided for them and their 
descendants even after the horrific circumstances they went through. The passage is also 
historically significant. By the descendants of Ishmael, Abraham is the ancestor of the Arab 
people, as God promised Hagar in this passage, in addition to the Jewish people by Isaac, as 
promised to Sarah. The story is spiritually significant in that three modern world religions 
worship God through traditions that have descended from the faith of Abraham. 


The New Testament challenges the way the Old Testament stories were told, how they have 
been traditionally heard, and how we hear them today. John the Baptist said, to the Pharisees 
and Sadducees, whom he addressed as “O generation of vipers,” in both Gospels of Matthew 
and Luke," “And think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for | say 
unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham.”? Jesus often 
reinterpreted Old Testament passages according to his vision of universal love and salvation. 
For example, in the Sermon on the Mount, as phrased in The Message, Jesus said, 


You’re familiar with the old written law, ‘Love your friend,’ and its unwritten companion, 
‘Hate your enemy.’ I’m challenging that. I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them 
bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond 
with the supple moves of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your 
God-created selves. This is what God does. He gives his best—the sun to warm and 
the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all 
you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. If you simply 
say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner 
does that.? 


God did tell Abraham to trust God to take care of Hagar after Sarah insisted he cast out this 
slave woman with her son”4 Before Sarah and Abraham were told she would conceive a child, 
they had agreed that Hagar should bear a son for Abraham. The Bible doesn’t say what Hagar 
thought of this plan or whether, as a slave, she had any choice but to submit. Then, Abraham 
dropped her out in the desert along with her child and sent them wandering off with no place to 
go and nothing but a bottle of water and a loaf of bread. This is the part that distresses me on 
three dehumanizing counts: slavery, abuse of women and children, and refugees. 


Unfortunately, none of these injustices are relics confined to the past. They are issues as 
current as today’s news cycle. Those who resist these evils are often accused of being 
political. But these are spiritual issues of “evil, injustice, and oppression,” the very types of 
concerns we vow in our baptismal covenant to resist “in whatever forms they present 
themselves.” 


One of the ways women and slaves have been dehumanized archivally is by omitting their 
genders, names, and ancestries from any written records. So far, in branches of my family tree 
from American slave states, | have identified 26 families who are known to have enslaved 180 
people. Of those 180 people, 73 are of unknown gender, and the names of 77 are unknown. 
Of those whose names are known, none of the names seem reflective of their heritages. Zero 
of these enslaved persons are identified with surnames. Names could possibly reflect 
something — anything -- of their ancestry. This erasure of ancestral heritage is also 
conspicuous not only among the enslaved but also among women and across maternal 
lineages, making it difficult to trace the heritage of numerous women of many different cultures. 


The Bible is no exception, with many fewer women than men being named and only a few 
slaves. Revisionist history to the contrary, the plight of slaves has never, ever been, even in its 
best forms ever, anything less than an unjust and oppressive evil. Slaves have always been 
used at the discretion of their holders for whatever purposes they wanted, and the plight of 
female slaves has been especially brutal. Such was the case of Hagar, who was at least 
honored with her first name in the Bible, although all that is known of her ancestry is that she 
was of Egyptian descent. Many others in her situation fared even much more heartless 
treatment, as exemplified by Lynn Japinga in her article about the gruesome story in the Old 
Testament book of Judges, “The Levite’s Concubine: When Evil Poses as Justice.”® 


So, thank God for intervening to rescue Hagar and Ishmael from their plight, although that part 
of the story also raises some questions about how we hear and understand Scripture. The 
Biblical imagery is of the omniscient God calling down to Hagar from the proverbial upstairs to 
inquire as to what was wrong. Even in the immediate provision of water and in the assurances 
of future blessings, it was not Hagar’s weeping that God was responding to, but Ishmael’s. 
Arabic and Jewish traditions slightly soften the outcome of this situation with stories about 
Ishmael’s wives and family, a measure of prosperity, and a somewhat disruptive visit by 
Abraham to Ishmael’s home in Mecca, but those raise striking questions, too. 


Anyway, the main point of this story is that God can bring something good out of the worst of 
circumstances. That is the message the storytellers who passed this legend down were 
apparently hoping their hearers would take home. St. Paul, who experienced many imposing 
challenges throughout his life, nevertheless promulgated this message for our encouragement 
in his letter to the Philippians, “My God shall supply all your need according to his riches in 
glory by Christ Jesus.”” To the Romans, he wrote, “We know that all things work together for 
good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.”® 


So, | felt compelled by the Holy Spirit to go ahead and address this legend of Hagar and 
Ishmael. Perhaps she hopes that we would take to heart both the overt message of 
encouragement and also the underlying challenges and the social justice issues raised in this 
passage. After all, this is, as we thankfully affirm, “the Word of God for the people of God.” 


We are important to God. 
Fear ye not therefore, ye are of more value than many sparrows. (Matthew 10:31 KJV) 


Sparrows are important to God, even though they are unimportant to most people. So it is with 
much of nature. God created all living things and called them good, but humanity has devalued 
much of creation to only our human-centered benefits. This lack of value is reflected in our 
environmental concerns, in our treatment of our fellow creatures, and, as Jesus highlighted, 
their monetary value. As unimportant as we may consider God's creatures, sparrows in this 
example, Jesus said that “One of them shall not fall on the ground without your Father.”? 
Jesus used several examples like this throughout the Gospels to illustrate that God is not just 
all-knowing but that God is all-caring. 


The point Jesus was making is that God cares about even the least creatures. The 
Smithsonian Institution reports that “Judging from the fossil record, the baseline extinction rate 
is about one species per every one million species per year.”'° It is mind-boggling to even try 
to imagine all these species becoming extinct each year, let alone to think of all the species 
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God has created and in such great quantities of each. Yet the impression we get from Jesus is 
that not only did God create all these species, not only is God mindful of each member of each 
species, but God cares about each creature’s welfare. 


The Creation narratives in Genesis paint the picture of humanity as the crowning achievement 
of God’s creation. God put humanity in charge. We are the stewards of everything God has 
made and loved, responsible for the care of the earth in general and each of these creatures in 
particular. Each was brought to Adam to be named. Even though humanity generally has come 
to undervalue the earth, take its resources for granted, and neglect its care, God calls us to 
oversee the earth for the benefit of all our fellow creatures. 


John Wesley, in his sermon “The General Deliverance,” expounded at length what Paul had 
written to the Romans about how God takes care of all our fellow creatures and includes them 
in God’s plan of salvation. After providing several examples from the Bible about God’s love 
and salvation for all creatures, not just human creatures, Wesley wrote this excerpt: 


One more excellent end may undoubtedly be answered by the preceding 
considerations. They may encourage us to imitate Him whose mercy is over all his 
works. They may soften our hearts towards the meaner creatures, knowing that the 
Lord careth for them. It may enlarge our hearts towards those poor creatures to reflect 
that, as vile as they appear in our eyes, not one of them is forgotten in the sight of our 
Father, which is in heaven. Through all the vanity to which they are now subjected, let 
us look to what God hath prepared for them. Yea, let us habituate ourselves to look 
forward, beyond this present scene of bondage, to the happy time when they will be 
delivered therefrom into the liberty of the children of God." 


So then, Jesus encourages us, “Fear ye not therefore, ye are of [even] more value than many 
sparrows.” In diminishing the value of the rest of Creation, we have a reduced sense of the 
comparative value of human life as well, humanity in general and ourselves in particular. The 
more we see Creation through God’s eyes, and the higher worth we see that even the least of 
God’s creatures has from God’s perspective, the more we realize how much greater even our 
own worth is to God. Perhaps that even helps us more fully understand why God loves the 
world so much God sent Jesus to be our Savior. All this is not just love and care for humanity 
as a species but also for each person individually. 


God’s love for humanity is fully inclusive, universal, and unconditional. The more we believe in 
God’s love, the less we have to fear. John wrote, “There is no fear in love; but perfect love 
casteth out fear: because fear hath torment. [Those] that feareth [are] not made perfect in 
love.”'* The more we learn to love others as God loves everyone, the more God’s love is being 
perfected in us, displacing our fears and reservations. That’s just one small part of why it is so 
important for us to emphasize equality and freedom for everyone. Jesus said, “Inasmuch as ye 
have done it unto one of the least of these... ye have done it unto me.”' In light of how much 
more important humanity is than those considered the least of other species, think about how 
much more important every person is when we realize that Jesus identifies with the least of us. 


Jesus was making the point in this passage that God will take care of us in every 
circumstance, no matter how dire. He pointed out that as believers in the vision of Jesus, we 
might run into difficulties with those who do not yet believe in the vision of Jesus for humanity. 
Those who believe in peace become divided from those who are against peace. Those who 
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believe in unity and love, and inclusiveness will be at odds with those who are against all those 
things. Jesus was telling his disciples then, and through them, tells us today not to be afraid of 
that. God will take care of us. We (and they) are extremely valuable to God. 


Compared to what those early disciples of Jesus went through, whatever we may go through 
for the sake of peace and unity and full inclusion in the life and ministry of the church doesn’t 
seem so bad. It does hurt, but we don’t need to be discouraged about it because God will work 
things out. The same is true for other circumstances we go through, not just in our church life 
but also in our personal lives. Some things in our personal lives bring unspeakable suffering 
and challenges, but God is present to comfort and provide in all our most difficult situations. 
God does not cause problems. God is in the response that so/ves our problems. Civilla Martin 
wrote this refrain to her hymn, 


| sing because I’m happy, 

| sing because I’m free; 

For his eye is on the sparrow, 
And | know he watches me.14 


Conclusion 


We are invited to love our Maker, humanity, and all creation the way our Creator loves 
everything and everyone God ever made. The New Testament of Christ is a covenant of 
redemption and love, with forgiveness at the very heart of its content. The more we implement 
the kindness and love, and unity of Jesus in the New Testament, the more the harshness and 
fear, and fracturing of the Old Testament will be dissipated. God loves us. God places a very 
high value on each and every one of us. God wants all our fears to be replaced by love. 


In the Name of Jesus, Amen. 


God is in the Response 
Manuscript of the sermon preached by Rev. Bill Lawson on June 25, 2023, at Briensburg UMC 
Bible Readings for the 4 Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 7), Revised Common Lectionary 
Genesis 21:8-21, Psalm 86:1-10 & 16-17, Romans 6:1-11, Matthew 10:24-39 
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